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The most interesting watercolor paintings happen in places
that aren’t studios
Our Friends · Tuesday, March 10th, 2026

A man sitting on a bench in Lisbon’s Alfama district, painting a crumbling azulejo wall while
pigeons fought over bread at his feet, changed how I think about art. He wasn’t an illustrator or a
trained painter. He was a retired accountant from Leeds. His painting was loose, imperfect, and
completely alive. The tiles in his little cotton paper book didn’t match the real ones. The colors
were wrong. It didn’t matter. That painting had something a studio piece almost never has: a pulse.

Studios are overrated (there, I said it)

This is the opinion I’m going to defend: the best watercolor work most people will ever make
won’t happen at a desk under a lamp. It will happen on a park bench, in a train seat, at a cafe table
sticky with espresso residue. The environment you paint in bleeds into the work, literally and
figuratively, and that bleed is what gives beginner watercolor painting its strange, accidental
beauty.

I realize this runs against decades of art education orthodoxy. Proper lighting. Controlled
workspace. Clean water. But here’s what that orthodoxy ignores: most adults picking up a
paintbrush for the first time in thirty years aren’t going to convert a spare room into a studio. They
don’t have the space, the time, or frankly the confidence to claim that much real estate for a hobby
they’re not sure they’ll stick with.

So they never start. And that’s the actual tragedy, not bad lighting conditions.

What painting in public does to your brain

There’s a specific kind of mental state that happens when you sit down to paint in a public place.
Dr. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi spent decades researching flow states, that condition where you’re so
absorbed in an activity that time collapses. His research, published extensively through the
University of Chicago, found that flow is most easily triggered when a task is slightly challenging,
voluntary, and has immediate sensory feedback. Watercolor in a park checks all three boxes.

But there’s something his framework doesn’t quite capture. Painting in a coffee shop or on a beach
adds a layer of low-grade social exposure that, paradoxically, helps you let go of perfectionism.
When strangers can see your work, you stop trying to make it museum-worthy. You accept the
wobble in your line because you’re also tracking a waiter carrying plates past your elbow. You
paint faster. You paint looser. You paint more honestly.
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I’ve watched this happen dozens of times in informal painting meetups. The person who agonizes
over every stroke at home somehow relaxes when there’s ambient noise and the possibility of
interruption. Constraint breeds freedom. Distraction breeds looseness.

The gear problem that kept people indoors for decades

For most of the twentieth century, watercolor painting outside your home meant packing a bag.
Tubes of paint, a palette, brushes in a roll, a water container, paper, tape, a board to tape the paper
to, paper towels. It was a production. Plein air painting was something serious landscape artists
did, not something a curious adult tried on a Tuesday lunch break.

That logistical barrier was real and it was tall. I know people who bought watercolor supplies, set
them out on their kitchen table, looked at the spread, and put everything back in the closet. The
setup itself was intimidating enough to kill the impulse.

The shift happened when manufacturers started thinking about watercolor the way tech companies
think about phones: How small can we make this without losing function? How few steps can we
put between the impulse and the action? The answer turned out to be surprisingly few. A pocket-
sized set with pigments, paper, and a water brush that clips together into one unit means the
distance between “I feel like painting” and actually painting is about fifteen seconds.

Tobios Kit’s approach to this is a good example of the philosophy: everything in one object,
nothing to assemble, nothing to spill. You pull it out like a notebook. That matters more than it
sounds like it should, because creative impulse has a short half-life. If you have to set up, the
moment passes.

Why imperfect conditions make better paintings

Here’s something I’ve noticed that I can’t fully explain but absolutely believe: watercolors painted
outdoors have more character than watercolors painted indoors. I think it comes down to the
medium’s relationship with water and accident.

Watercolor, more than oil or acrylic or pastel, rewards the uncontrolled. A drop of rain hits your
wash and creates a bloom you never would have planned. Wind dries one edge of your stroke
faster than the other, giving you a hard line next to a soft fade. Sand from the beach embeds itself
in your pigment. A shadow moves across your paper and you suddenly see a color relationship you
were blind to a minute earlier.

None of this happens under a desk lamp.

The Japanese aesthetic concept of wabi-sabi, the beauty in imperfection and transience, maps
almost perfectly onto outdoor watercolor. You’re painting something that’s already changing (the
light, the crowd, the tide) with a medium that’s inherently unpredictable (water goes where water
wants to go) in conditions you can’t control (weather, seating, interruptions). The result is art that
feels alive because it was made inside life, not apart from it.

The cultural case for painting in public

Something strange has happened in public spaces over the last decade. Everyone is looking at
screens. Buses, park benches, restaurant tables. The posture is universal: head down, thumbs
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moving, eyes glazed. I’m not being preachy about phones. I’m on mine constantly. But the visual
monoculture of it is striking.

Now picture someone in that same space with a small watercolor set open, brush in hand, actually
looking at the world around them and responding to it with color on paper. It is genuinely
disruptive in the gentlest possible way. People stop. They watch. They ask questions. I’ve seen a
woman painting at a bus stop in Portland spark a twenty-minute conversation with a teenager who
hadn’t drawn anything since middle school.

This is a form of cultural participation that doesn’t require a gallery, a grant, or an MFA. It’s
democratic. It’s accessible. And it happens in real time, in shared space, which gives it a social
dimension that posting a finished piece online can’t replicate.

Starting is the whole point

The adults I know who’ve stuck with watercolor painting almost all share one trait: they started in
a low-pressure setting. Not a class (too formal). Not a home studio (too isolated). They started in a
place where the painting felt like a secondary activity. Painting while waiting for a friend. Painting
on a balcony while dinner cooked. Painting on a train with no destination pressure.

That context gives you permission to be bad. And being bad is where every single painter begins,
including the good ones. Especially the good ones.

If you’ve been thinking about trying watercolor and keep not doing it, I’d argue the problem isn’t
motivation or talent. It’s context. You’re imagining a version of the hobby that requires more
space, more time, and more skill than you actually need. Strip all that away. Take a portable
watercolor set to a bench somewhere. Open it. Put water on pigment. Put pigment on paper. Look
at what’s in front of you and try to get some version of it down.

It won’t look like a painting in a gallery. It will look like a first attempt made by a person sitting on
a bench, and that is a genuinely beautiful thing. The crumbling tiles in that retired accountant’s
little book weren’t accurate. They were better than accurate. They were felt. And that only
happened because he was there, outside, with paint on his fingers and pigeons at his feet.
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